By being more inventive, more subversive and more determined to function -by acting, as Eich (1973) put it, as 'the sand, not the oil, in the works of the world' -we can kindle the passion that fuels action. By asking questions that smoke out agendas and scrutinise conflicting interests ... , we can help students to build understandings of how social control is maintained and changed.
von Kotze, 2005: 18-19 Academic activism is driven, intellectually, through calls from radical academics for more 'direct action' against ... neo-liberal education policies ... , a more public social science against the effect of privatisation ... , a more relevant academic research agenda that informs public policy. Neary, 2005: 5 How far can academic activism be taken in mainstream HE today? Can we take it so far as to act as 'sand in the machine', to paraphrase Eich, encouraging students to work with us to critically explore and potentially progressively transform the beast whose belly we work within (to switch metaphors)? Or is this aim an illusion harboured by those of us who still locate ourselves on the left? As my chapter title suggests, I believe that it is possible to act as sand in the machine, and that we can do so in part by working dialogically with students and colleagues to resist the alienation that the neo-liberal restructuring of HE is producing. This belief stems in part from my left activism over the past 20 years that has led me to view the ever-greater imposition of the neo-liberal logic on the public sector in general and education in particular with both dismay and a determination to continue to resist this imposition as it widens and deepens. Like Freire (1996) and others (see, for example, Bourdieu, 2003; Giroux, 1999 Giroux, , 2009 , I recognise that education is never a neutral process and therefore that HE, like other formal and informal educational spaces, is a political site like others. Indeed my research and teaching are motivated by the recognition that we and our students work under progressively worsening conditions. As I and others have discussed elsewhere, lecturers now teach, research, and complete the paperwork that audit and new managerialism require, under worsening conditions. Students now enter our classes more poorly resourced than previously as government funds for education have decreased whilst a testing regime has made students into performers whose efforts seemingly improve year on year (according to League Tables) whilst encouraging their greater instrumentalism (Ainley, nd; Amsler and Canaan, 2008; Canaan, 2008 Canaan, , 2009 Canaan and Shumar, 2008; Thorpe 2008) . These students now face greater work intensification themselves as rising fees require a greater percentage of them to work part-if not full-time, which considerably impacts on their academic performance (Callender, 2008) .
One response to these worsening conditions for our students and us could be to continue to comply as we have done to date. This has led, however, to the progressive worsening of our conditions. Another response, which I adopt, is to work with students and colleagues to improve our conditions. Like Bourdieu (2003) , I seek a 'scholarship with commitment' that includes researching student learning and lecturer teaching (as well as research and administrative) conditions. My aim, like that of other members of the Critical Pedagogy/Popular Education group I set up and now co-coordinate, is to resist the conditions we increasingly face of eroding autonomy and spaces of freedom, increased repression and oppression and dehumanisation and, in response, ... to work with others in a more democratic and autonomous way. (Amsler and Canaan, 2008) That is, the ever-worsening conditions under which we teach and our students learn, belied by improved League Tables results, are part of the wider economic, political, social, and ecological crises we now face. My politics, then, has developed in response to these crises caused by neo-liberal restructuring globally. As a sociologist, I occupy the
